
FREE SAMPLE

by Gwen Lord

As the yellow cab drew up and stopped, Catherine leaned down to speak to the driver through his 
open window. "Bloomingdales," she said, then opening the door, she quickly got inside as the driver 
pulled away to join the ever increasing stream of traffic.

As she settled herself, Catherine noted that this was one of the older cabs, soon to be replaced by 
the New York highways division. Its black leather seats were worn and old, but there was something 
sort of friendly about an old yellow cab.

Her wandering thoughts were quickly dismissed as the voice of the driver swore and cursed about the
build up of traffic so early. This is what she had hoped to avoid, as she pleaded with Joe to let her 
leave early today. She had quite a bit of time owing her from her very early starts of late, so Joe said 
"Sure", as she knew he would.

The only movement of any real kind, was from the cyclists, be they the push or motor type, as they 
wove their way like snakes through a dense jungle. A thud on the roof of the cab made Catherine 
jump, then smile, as the person looking at her and mouthing "Hi Catherine", was a face she knew 
well, that of Bennie, a Helper. Seeing him reminded Catherine of the Tunnels and Vincent who was 
her life. Tonight he was coming to see her, to spend time with her and to look at a box of second-
hand books she had bought off Mr. Smythe, at the bookshop she and Joe visited from time to time. A 
smile formed on her lips at the memory of their first visit there, when Joe, who didn't have much time 
for these kinds of bookshops, tried to tell Catherine they didn't have long, as they were due in court. 
Mr. Smythe had called Joe the 'Titwillow', and she had teased him about it ever since.

A few days ago, when she was almost ready for bed, the phone had rung and it was Mr. Smythe, 
telling her of a wonderful find; a box of first editions that had come his way should she want them for 
her 'mystery friend'. The following evening he had called round himself with a box, carrying it like a 
treasure trove - which to the collector, it most certainly was.

The old cab and speedless traffic were long forgotten as Catherine continued to think of that night. 
After Mr. Smythe had left, she had sat by the fire with the old cardboard box by her side, as one by 
one she picked up the books enclosed. An almost magical feeling took hold of her. She lovingly 
brushed off the dust they had collected over the years sitting on shelves, waiting patiently as books 
do, until their cover is opened and their pages turned by the proper person. 



"Vincent is going to love all these," she whispered almost to herself. Did she imagine it, or did she 
hear a soft voice agreeing with her.

"Five dollars lady," the man's voice repeated, wanting payment of the now-motionless cab.

"I'm sorry, what did you say?" she asked.

"Gee lady, you really were miles away. I said five dollars, we have arrived," he grinned. She leaned 
forward, paid the man, then gathering her briefcase and purse together, she opened the door, 
stepping out onto the crowded pavements and heat. She half turned to watch the cab as it eased its 
way back into the mainstream of the traffic, to the blare of other drivers who didn't welcome his 
intrusion to rejoin them.

The store known as Bloomingdales was to her left, as she glanced in front of her to the magnificence 
of the Rockefeller Center, where only the other evening, she and Vincent had stood behind the 
famous figure on a balcony, as they pointed out to each other, buildings and places of interest to 
them both, on this one evening the entire year, when Vincent could come above to share her world, 
without the fear of capture or rejection from his fellow man. Halloween had always held a magic of its 
own, but since knowing Vincent, it was a time when the walls between the worlds truly grew thin - and
the spirits of the underworld walked the earth. A spell seemed to be cast on Catherine as she relived 
such a wonderful memory.

"Free sample bubble bath lady, when you buy a key ring," the young voice invaded her reverie.

Looking around her and then looking down, she saw the face of a young boy, with the face of an 
angel.

"How much?" she asked as she bent down to more his level.

"Five dollars, lady," he told her as he sniffed, wiping his nose on his sleeve.

"How old are you?" Catherine asked kindly.

"What's it to you lady, you aren't the law, are you?" his eyes wide with fear now.

"No, it's just you remind me of someone I know, he's about your age and he's called Geoffrey."

"Do you want these or not?" he said as he pushed the goods into her hands for inspection.

"Here, take this 10 dollar note, and go buy yourself a burger, I'll take the FREE SAMPLE, but you 
keep the keyring."

Catherine smiled at him. He was a lovely child, but child he was, out on the streets trying at his tender
age, to keep body and soul together by any way he could. He reminded her of the time when Eric and
Ellie were the prey of men behind the scenes at the Bridgemont Children's Home, who used children 
for their wicked ways. She wondered if this boy was working for a similar gang. For now, this problem 



so close to her heart, would have to be put aside for another day, as for now, Bloomingdales called, 
as she slipped through the swing doors.

*****

The small clock on her bedside stand said 6:20 pm. She had long hours stretching out in front of her 
before Vincent would be here, to spend priceless time together, until with the dawn he'd have to leave
and return to his world. But tonight they had the books to enjoy together.

She wondered which to do first, take a shower then ring Jenny, or ring Jenny then take a shower, but 
the sight of the FREE SAMPLE bubble bath seemed to beckon her, changing her mind in an instant 
so picking up the small pink bottle she went straight into the bathroom to have a bath and long soak, 
instead of the quick shower.

As Catherine undressed, the bubbles were mounting as the water level rose and the sweet smell of 
apple blossom filled the tiny room. Stepping into the warmth of the inviting water and soft bubbles, 
Catherine felt she had made the right choice.

Time passed as the water cooled and the bubbles died away, until finally Catherine was forced to 
step out of the water and wrap herself in a huge, warm, fluffy towel. When she had finished towelling 
herself, she noticed large red patches on her skin, which now all seemed to be itching at the same 
time.

"Damn", she said aloud as she itched and scratched away at the offending angry red areas. Even as 
she went into the kitchen to prepare a sandwich and Coke, the itching was getting worse.

As nine o'clock approached, she could stand it no longer, so reluctantly applied a lotion to the itching, 
which eased it a lot, but on drying, Catherine was covered in white lotion, looking just like a clown in a
circus.

"Oh my God, what will I do? Vincent will be here soon, and look at me, I'll scare him half to death. I 
can't let him see me like this," she moaned to herself aloud.

Her panic and worry had not gone unnoticed by Vincent, who shared with her a very special 'bond'. 
First he'd felt her joy at the oncoming bathing time, so he also took a soak in the Mirror Pool, as he 
tried to do most times Catherine showered. This was a special time he could share with her, which 
she knew nothing about. But instead of her joy continuing, it had turned to panic, so Vincent quickly 
left the Mirror Pool, intent on visiting Catherine earlier this evening, as all was not as it should be...

As the midnight hour approached, Catherine sat on her dinky little couch, still wrapped in her 
towelling robe, covered in white lotion from head to foot. She had decided not to see Vincent tonight, 



or until the rash at least had died away. She planned to tell him through the closed doors of her 
balcony, as with the net drapes, he would never notice the lotion. So, the moments ticked by, till she 
heard a gentle THUD. Her heart missed a beat, as it always did when he was near. A tapping on the 
glass, followed by "Catherine, it's Vincent." 

Getting up slowly, she went to the door and told him that something had turned up, that she couldn't 
see him tonight. Tears filled her eyes, as she so wanted to see him and feel his arms hold her tight. 
Looking across at the box of books, waiting for them a sob shook her body, but she tried to hide it all 
from Vincent.

"I'm sorry Vincent, can we meet tomorrow?" she asked.

"Catherine, I MUST speak with you now, this moment, please Catherine."

"I can't, Vincent."

"What troubles you so, tell me, please?" he asked her tenderly.

"I'll tell you all about it tomorrow, I promise..." but she didn't have time to finish what she was saying, 
when the balcony doors burst open as Vincent made his way into Catherine's room.

"Vincent," she squealed, "I can't let you see me like this," she said as she tried to hide her face from 
him. But Vincent wasn't accepting her excuses. Taking her by the shoulders, he turned her around to 
face him. Then with such gentle fingers, he raised her face till their eyes finally met.

"Catherine, what have you done?" he asked, as his head bent low to take a closer look.

"I've got a rash, Vincent, from a bottle of FREE SAMPLE bubble bath I used tonight. I had this 
evening all planned and now it is all spoiled," she started to sob.

"I know you are not now in pain, Catherine, so why can't I stay with you like we planned." He waited 
for her answer.

"Because," she said.

"Because what, Catherine?" he waited.

"Because of how I look to you. I want you only to see me as I am, not like this when I am... flawed," 
she whispered the last word, but Vincent knew what she meant.

"You once told me of your love of Idylls of the King by Tennyson, how you dreamed some nights of 
Camelot and Lancelot. I reminded you how Lancelot was fatally flawed, destined never to find the 
grail. Then you, Catherine, reminded me that he was the greatest knight of all."

Opening his arms, Catherine rushed into his welcome embrace. As he kissed the top of her head, he 
spoke close to her ear, taking in the scent of the apple blossom. 



"You accept me with all my flaws, which are with me to my dying day. Yours, my love, are here for a 
fleeting moment. Did you think my love for you so shallow, as to only love what I see? Beauty comes 
from within, you taught me that. And when this beauty from within is seen for what it is, the ugliness is
of no substance. I love you, Catherine, I do not see or choose to see the imperfections."

"Thank you, Vincent, I'm sorry I didn't see the depth of the love you give me." She kissed his cheek. 
"Shall we sit by the fire and I can show you the box of first editions I've bought for you. They are 
magical, Vincent." She led him to the flickering firelight at the other side of the room.

"Don't put on the light, Catherine, the firelight is more than bright enough for my eyesight. Come, I will
read to you, whichever is the first I pick up out of the box."

Once they were both settled amid a floor of cushions, Catherine felt Vincent's arm surround her, as 
with his other hand, he reached into the box and brought out a small brown leather bound book with 
gold leaf edgings. Vincent eased his thumb over the cover in a loving and appeciative way, then 
edging his claw under the cover the page opened up to be read.

"It's Tennyson, Catherine."

IDYLLS OF THE KING

But in her web, she still delights, 
to weave the mirrors magic sighs...

"Vincent, do you feel anything...?" she sat upright.

"Yes Catherine, I feel it, we aren't alone, I do believe that the memories these pages hold, wish to 
share this evening with us, like your bookshop friend."

"Who? Mr. Smythe?" Catherine asked.

"No, Catherine, I mean Kristopher Gentian, he made himself known to you, didn't he?... in that 
bookshop because he knew you cared ... we cared, so they, whoever they are, must share some of 
our joy also."

Catherine nodded then bent her head and kissed Vincent's hand, soon she was snuggled up and 
ready to let the story unfold...

END


